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A BSTRA CT

Specialization in the Criminal Careers of Sex Offenders
by
Jodi K. O lson
Dr. Terance M iethe, Exam ination Comm ittee Chair
Professor o f Crim inal Justice
U niversity o f N evada, Las Vegas
R ecent public policy has been im plem ented w ith the assumption that sex
offenders are highly m otivated and tend to exhibit specialization and com pulsivity in
their offending patterns.

Past research has not been able to confirm or invalidate this

assumption, and has refleeted m any inconsistencies w hen draw ing conclusions about sex
offender profiles and career trajectories.
D raw ing upon a national sample o f offenders, the current study exam ines the
degree o f specialization in the crim inal careers o f sex offenders and other groups o f
offenders. Results from the adjacent specialization analyses o f the general offense
categories indicated that sex offenders are am ong the least specialized group o f offenders
and tend to becom e less specialized as their crim inal careers progress. The crim e specific
analyses revealed that child m olesters exhibit higher levels o f specialization than rapists
and that these two groups o f sex offenders exhibit relatively low levels o f specialization

w hen com pared to other specific groups o f non-sexual offenders.

A discussion o f

im plications for future research and public policy follows the data analysis.

Ill

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

TABLE OF CONTENTS
A B STR A C T......................................................................................................................................... iii
LIST OF F IG U R E S ............................................................................................................................vi
A C K N O W LED G EM EN TS............................................................................................................ vii
CH APTER 1 IN T R O D U C T IO N ...................................................................................................... 1
Review o f Existing L iterature..............................................................................................2
Sex O ffender P o lic ie s ........................................................................................................... 4
The Proposed S tu d y ............................................................................................................... 5
CH APTER 2 R EV IEW OF RELATED LITE R A T U R E............................................................ 6
Crim inal Career R esearch .....................................................................................................6
Specialization in Crim inal C aree rs................................
8
Patterns o f Specialization A m ong Sex O ffenders......................................................... 11
D angerousness o f Sex O ffenders......................................................................................20
C urrent Crim e Control P o lic ie s........................................................................................23
The Current S tu d y................................................................................................................ 26
Expected Em pirical F indings............................................................................................ 27
28
CH APTER 3 M ETH O D O LO LG Y ............................................................................
The S a m p le ............................................................................................
28
D efining Sex O ffen d ers................................................................................... ;................. 34
35
Coding o f V ariab les...............................................................................................
Analysis P la n ........................................................................................................................ 41
Strengths and Lim itations o f S am ple...............................................................................41
CH APTER 4 D A TA A NALYSIS AND R E S U L T S .................................................................43
The U nivariate and B ivariate D istribution..................................................................... 43
S pecialization........................................................................................................................ 46
CH APTER 5 D ISC U SSIO N AND C O N C L U SIO N S...............................................................53
Sum m ary o f R esu lts.............................................................................................................53
Explanation o f R esu lts........................................................................................................ 55
Study L im itations.......................................................................................
56
Im plications for Policy and Future R esearch.................................................................57

IV

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

R E F E R E N C E S ...................................................................................................................................59
V IT A ..................................................................................................................................................... 65

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

LIST OF TABLES
Table
Table
Table
Table
Table
Table
Table
Table
Table

2.1
2.2
2.3
3.1
3.2
4.1
4.2
4.3
4.4

Studies Exam ining Offense Specialization........................................................15
A R eview o f Sex Offender R ecid iv ism ............................................................. 19
Sum m ary o f Findings from M arshall and B arb are e....................................... 20
Population, Sample, and Analysis Subset by S tate......................................... 30
Target Sample Sizes by Offense T ype.............................................................. 31
D escriptive Statistics o f Sample by Im prisonm ent O ffen se......................... 45
M easures o f Specialization for A djacent A rrest C y c le s................................ 47
Career M easures o f Specialization: General O ffen se s.................................. 48
M easures o f Specialization for Specific Categories o f O ffenders
50

VI

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

ACKN O W LED G EM EN TS
First and foremost, I w ould like to thank m y exam ination com mittee chair. Dr.
Terry M iethe from the bottom o f m y heart for m otivating m e to produce the best thesis
that 1 possibly could, for his endless patience, and for all o f the tim e he spent helping me
to unravel the enigm a that w as m y data set. Dr. M iethe is the epitom e o f a true academic
and his com m itm ent and love for w hat he does is an inspiration to me. Thanks also to m y
other com m ittee m em bers. Dr. Joel Lieberman, Dr. R andy Shelden, Dr. Shelley JohnsonListwan, and Dr. Jeffrey Kern for the tim e and effort that they put into this project. Their
com m itm ent to education and high standards for research helped m e to m aintain the
integrity o f this project.

Finally, I w ould like to extend m y deepest gratitude and

appreciation to an extrem ely talented and driven co-worker and dear friend o f mine,
M agann Jordan. W ords cannot express all that you have done for me, both personally
and professionally. You set the bar for this m aster’s program and helped me to find in
m yself a true passion for knowledge. H aving you in m y life has m ade m e a better person.

V ll

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

CH APTER 1

INTRODUCTION
W ith respect to patterns o f specialization, recidivism , and persistence in
offending, the findings o f the existing sex offender literature is inconclusive.

Despite

these inconsistencies, however, public policy governing sex offender notification and
treatm ent assumes specialization exists, and is intended for a distinctly specialized
population o f offenders. A ccording to Spier et al. (2001), “specialization is a term used
to describe a tendency to repeat crime types over time. If offenders specialize it would
make sense to label them according to their crime o f choice (a violent offender), and treat
them accordingly” (p. 19).
M ore often than not, the crim inal profile o f sex offenders has been treated as a
hom ogeneous one, applicable to all sex offenders, although this assum ption is erroneous.
There is also a com m only held b elief that sex offenders are m ore dangerous than other
types o f crim inals and are m ore likely to com mit subsequent crimes. The notion that sex
offenders are m ore likely to recidivate than other offenders can be disputed by extensive
studies conducted on offender recidivism. Further, the validity o f current tools that are
used to assess the dangerousness o f sex offenders ean also be questioned, but is beyond
the scope o f the current study.
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To date, the notion that sex offenders m ay display patterns o f versatility in their
offending seems to have been overlooked by lawmakers, treatm ent professionals, and
even police. Further research on the crim inal careers and profiles o f sex offenders as a
group and w ithin their specific offense categories is warranted to better understand,
manage, and treat sex offenders.

R eview o f Existing Literature
The im portance and potential benefits o f studying the “crim inal careers” o f
offenders was first integrated into crim inological research by W olfgang et al. (1972) with
their longitudinal study o f delinquency and adult crim inality in a birth cohort (Tracy and
K em pf-Leonard, 1996).

The initial research was m ore concerned w ith the chronic

offender, but it soon broadened into a m ore general focus on crim inal careers, as
illustrated by the w ork o f B lum stein and colleagues (1986). Though the approaches to
m easuring crim e and the m ethodological vigor o f the study o f crim inal careers differs,
Tracy and K em pf-Leonard (1996: 2) state that “it is indisputable that this ‘crim inal career
paradigm ’ has dom inated crim inological research over at least the past 15 to 20 years.”
At present, there is strong em pirical support for the concept that versatile or
general crim inal careers are m ore com m on than specialization (Kempf, 1987). On the
other end o f the spectrum , there are also studies that show support for a tendency towards
specialization, suggesting that “specialization m ay be m ore evident w hen crim inal careers
becom e m ore established” (Kempf, 1987, p. 403; Bursik, 1980; Farrington, 1986; Quay
and Blumen, 1963).

A sim ilar argum ent posits that among adult offenders, those

rem aining crim inally active into older ages have displayed higher levels o f specialization
(Blumstein, Cohen, Das, and M oitra, 1988a).
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B lum stein et al. (1988a) also found that w hen sim ilar offenses were grouped into
“clusters,” the adult offenders in their sample dem onstrated “tendencies tow ard increased
switching am ong offenses w ithin a cluster and decreased switching betw een these
clusters” (p. 342). M azerolle et al. (2000) discovered p ro o f o f a significant relationship
betw een onset age (o f offending) and specialization in offending in w hich early onset
offenders are m ore versatile and diverse (generalists) than late onset offenders with
respect to offending patterns.
Other research reflects a tendency am ong non-sexual offenders to rarely engage in
any type o f sexual offenses. It has been found that w hile sex offenders com m it other
types o f offenses, other types o f offenders rarely engage in sex offending (Bonta and
H anson, 1995; Hanson, Steffy, and Gauthier, 1993). Speir et al. (2001) replicated these
findings in their exam ination o f crim inals in Georgia in w hich they found the probability
o f a non-sex offender being arrested for a sex crim e at his next arrest is about 2 percent,
w hile the probability o f a sex offender being arrested for a sex crim e at his next arrest is
about 22 percent.
Soothill et al. (2000) argues that sex offenders can be both generalists and
specialists, but recognizes that specialization w ithin sexual offending also exists.

In

addition, Soothill et al. (2000) point out that w hen exam ining sex offending, there are two
levels o f analysis: 1) an analysis o f their participation in crime in general and 2) a specific
analysis o f their sexual offending career. U pon perform ing an analysis on the offending
patterns o f specific groups o f sex offenders, Soothill et al. (2000) revealed that

“sex

offenders are m uch m ore specialized in their sexual offending behavior than perhaps has
been hitherto thought” (p. 65). I f m em bers o f a sub-group o f sex offenders are convicted
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o f a subsequent sexual offense, it is probable that they w ill be convicted o f the same kind
o f sex offense (Soothill et ah, 2000).

Sex Offender Policies
The current literature on sex offenders does not point to one definitive socio
dem ographic profile, nor can it confidently conclude that sex offenders are a highly
specialized group o f offenders. The existing literature reflects such a diverse collection
o f findings and substantiates the need for future research.
W ith respect to public policy, it is im portant that lawmakers are able to propose
and im plem ent legislature that is based on credible research. Certain legislation (i.e.
com m unity notification o f sex offenders, increased sentences for sexual offenders) and
treatment m odalities for sex offenders (i.e. chem ical castration) are based upon the ideas
that 1) m aking the com m unity aware o f the presence o f sex offenders is the best w ay to
deal w ith the issue o f sexual assault and 2) sex offenders lack self-control and are
perpetually driven to reoffend.
The efficacy o f existing laws that require sex offender registration and com m unity
notification and even civil com m itm ent laws can be questioned w ith respect to the
population they are targeting - only those sex offenders who have been detected.
Further, legislators should keep in m ind that sex offenders w ill also benefit from
legislation that has been thoroughly researched and properly im plem ented.

Research

focusing on the crim inal profiles and career paths o f sex offenders will serve as a
valuable resource for lawm akers, law enforcem ent agencies, and sex offender treatm ent
professionals.
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The Proposed Study
The purpose o f this research is to exam ine the differences in the crim inal careers
between sex offenders and other crim inals, but also to explore the differences in career
trajectories betw een sub-groups o f sex offenders. In particular, this study w ill address the
following research questions:

1) Do

sex offenders display distinct patterns o f

specialization w ith respect to the offenses they com m it over the course o f their criminal
careers?

2) Is there any evidence that sex offenders exhibit a greater level o f

specialization than their non-sex offending counterparts?
These research questions w ill be addressed through the secondary data analysis o f
a national sample o f over 38,000 convicted criminals.

Subsequent chapters will focus

more specifically on past studies, the basis for the current research questions, the
description o f the sample, and the analysis o f the results.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REV IEW
Crim inal Career Research
The concept o f the crim inal career and the use o f the crim inal career paradigm
have dom inated crim inological research in the past several decades (Tracy and KempLeonard, 1996).

Blum stein and colleagues (1988a) define crim inal career as “a

characterization o f the longitudinal sequence o f crimes com m itted by an individual
offender. . .

A crim inal career isolates the onset, the recurrence, and finally, the

term ination o f crim inal activity during an individual’s lifetime” (p. 304).
B lum stein et al. (1988a) propose that there are two m ain areas o f research with
respect to research on crim inal careers. The first area concentrates on the scope o f the
crim inal career as it is defined by participation in crim inal activities.

This area is

concerned w ith the beginning o f the crim inal career, the end o f the crim inal career, and
“participation in offending w ithin various population subgroups” (p. 304). The second
area em phasizes patterns o f offending among those who participate in crim inal activity.
Specific patterns o f offending can be exam ined in term s o f frequency o f offending,
diversity o f offending, crim e-type switching, and specialization and escalation o f
offending (Blum stein et al., 1988a).
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A ccording to Stander et al. (1989) the crim inal career approach brings a
developm ental point o f view to crim inology b y inquiring as to w hy people begin
offending, w hy they continue to offend, and w hy they desist. In addition, this approach
examines key concepts such as prevalence, frequency, onset, continuation, desistance,
career length, specialization, and escalation w ith respect to the com mission o f offenses.
The crim inal career approach is also interested in exam ining how these concepts are
related to one another. For example, one m ight question how the age o f onset influences
the length o f an offender’s crim inal career and their frequency and specialization o f
offending (Stander et al., 1989).
A lthough the concept o f the crim inal career is not a theory, it is a valuable tool for
the developm ent o f crim inological theory (Blum stein, Cohen, and Farrington, 1988b).
The crim inal career approach allows for the quantitative analysis o f the dependent
variable o f offending. M odels o f offending can be employed and quantitative predictions
can be tested to confirm or reject theories about crim inal careers (Blum stein et al.,
1988b).
The scope o f crim inal career research holds a w ide variety o f policy im plications
in diverse areas w ithin crim inal justice (Blum stein et al., 1988b; Stander et al., 1989).
Several o f the m ain policy options directly affected by crim inal career research include
prevention, both general and specific deterrence, rehabilitation, and incapacitation
(Blum stein et al., 1988b).

For exam ple, know ledge o f certain factors that lead to

decreases in levels o f crim inal activity could enhance the success o f prevention programs.
Variables that effect frequency o f offending and term ination o f the criminal career could
be incorporated into specific deterrence and rehabilitation program s to reduce offending
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or stop it for good (Blum stein et al., 1988b). Further, “inform ation about the tim e course
o f crim inal careers is needed to evaluate the effectiveness o f sentences designed to
achieve the penal aims o f individual deterrence, rehabilitation, or incapacitation (Stander
et al., 1989, p. 318).

Specific theoretical and policy im plications o f crim inal career

research w ith respect to specialization in the careers o f sex offenders w ill be discussed in
greater detail in the conclusion o f this paper.

Specialization in Crim inal Careers
Research exam ining the concept o f specialization w ithin the crim inal career has
not only yielded inconsistent findings, but it has also evoked controversy and
disagreem ent am ong crim inologists. Perhaps a possible explanation for the inconsistent
results plaguing crim inal career literature is that studies o f specialization utilize different
techniques for m easuring the construct, exam ine different types o f crim inal behavior, and
also study different groups o f offenders.

Essentially, these differences can sometimes

prevent a proper scientific com parison o f research studies.

The concept o f offense

specialization, as em ployed by W olfgang et al. (1972) exam ined the probability that a
certain type o f offense will precede a sim ilar type o f offense. For the purposes o f the
present research, specialization will be defined as the “tendency to repeat crim e types
over tim e” (Spier et al., 2001, p. 19).
K em pf (1987) points out that “the dismissal o f specialization has becom e w idely
accepted am ong crim inologists” (p. 399) due to the absence o f support for specialization
patterns. Further, K em pf (1987) argues that the rejection o f the concept o f specialization
has im portant im plications for the developm ent o f crim inological theory and public
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policy and should not be prem aturely dismissed.

W hen K em pf (1987) studied

specialization among the 1958 Philadelphia B irth Cohort, the results for each o f the
measures o f specialization indicated a “low level o f specialization amid m ore random,
general, or versatile behavior” (p. 416).
Additional research on patterns o f specialization am ong offenders com m itting
general types o f crim e has also found support for the concept o f specialization
(Blumstein, Cohen, Das, and M oitra, 1988a; Britt 1996; Bursik et al, 1980; Carcach and
Leverett, 1999; Lattim ore et al., 1994; M azerolle et al., 2000). Blum stein et al. (1988a)
concluded that there w as some evidence o f specialization w ithin all o f the crim e types
examined for adult offenders.

They also found that adult offenders displayed the

propensity o f increased offense sw itching w ithin crim e-type clusters’ and decreased
switching betw een two different clusters (Blum stein et al., 1988a).
Though some studies have found only m inim al evidence in support o f offense
specialization (Kempf, 1987; Lattim ore et al., 1994), others have found m ore significant
patterns o f specialization and are able to find differences in specialization among groups
o f offenders (Britt, 1996; M azerolle et ah, 2000). In exam ining the relationship between
subgroup differences and specialization in offending, M azerolle et al. (2000) concluded
that early onset offenders displayed significantly m ore diversity in offending patterns in
relation to the late onset offenders.

In a study that attempted to m easure patterns o f

escalation and specialization in crim inal careers, B ritt (1996) found significantly m arked
differences in patterns o f specialization betw een subgroups o f black and w hite offenders.

' “Clusters represent natural aggregations o f crime types such that offenders display a tendency to switch
among crime types within a cluster and a corresponding tendency not to switch to crime types outside the
cluster” (Blumstein et al., 1988a, p. 326)
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Some research has concluded that there is in fact support for both versatility and
specialization in crim inal offense trajectories (Carcach and Leverett, 1999; Farrington et
ah, 1988; Klein, 1984). In a review o f 33 research studies that exam ined juvenile offense
patterns, K lein (1984) found 21 studies in w hich juveniles exhibited m ore versatile styles
o f offending, 8 studies that contain evidence reflecting patterns o f both versatility and
specialization, and 4 studies that clearly provided evidence in support o f specialization.
In addition, Carcach and Leverett (1999) also concluded that juveniles tend to display
both specialization and versatility in offending and that patterns o f specialization are
particularly evident for violent offenses, breaking and entering, m otor vehicle theft, and
other theft.

Finally, in an analysis o f specialization in juvenile crim inal careers,

Farrington et al. (1988: 483) concluded “that there was a small but significant degree o f
specialization superim posed on a great deal o f versatility,” suggesting that specialization
in certain offenses w as apparent across a w ide variety o f other crim inal activities.
D espite evidence o f m ixed findings w ith respect to patterns o f specialization,
some o f the existing literature claims that there is no support for the occurrence o f
offense specialization in crim inal careers (G ottfredson and H irschi, 1988; Simon, 1997).
A fter a review o f studies exam ining patterns o f specialization in the crim inal career,
Simon (1997) contends that “although some evidence o f specialization com m only is
found, the overw helm ing w eight o f the evidence supports the idea o f versatility or
generality o f crim inal offending” (p. 37). Simon (1997) also points crim inologists in the
direction o f control theory w hen attempting to explain patterns o f crim inal offending,
positing that control theory suggests crim inals are versatile in their patterns o f criminal
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offending and that offenders who com m it crim es also have the tendency to participate in
non-crim inal activities that involve antisocial or self-destructive behavior.
Gottfredson and Hirschi (1988) also dismiss the concept o f specialization in
crim inal careers in favor o f other explanations. In fact, the research o f G ottfredson and
H irschi (1988, 1987a, 1986, 1983) posits that the career paradigm o f studying crime
should be de-em phasized so crim inology can concentrate on theoretical explanations o f
crime. G ottfredson and Hirschi (1988) point to earlier studies o f criminal career research
(Blum stein and Cohen, 1979; H indelang et al., 1981; W olfgang et al., 1972) and conclude
that “it is not now reasonable to assum e that offenders tend to specialize in particular
types o f crime.

Research shows that they do not” (p. 39).

Further, H irschi and

G ottfredson (1993) suggest that one o f the best ways to m easure the propensity to offend
is a variety index that counts the num ber o f different types o f crimes committed. In their
theoretical explanation for crime, lows levels o f self-control are associated w ith high
levels o f variety scores that signify high levels o f versatility in offending (H irschi and
Gottfredson, 1993; M azerolle et al., 2000).

Patterns o f Specialization A m ong Sex Offenders
There is a substantially sm aller pool from which to draw literature and
assumptions regarding patterns o f offense specialization among sex offenders. H owever,
due to the m ajor policy im plications o f this research, it is im portant to forge the gap
betw een research on sex offender specialization and that o f other crim inal activities.
Sim ilar to some o f the specialization findings for general offenders, Soothill et al.
(2000) argued that sex offenders could be generalists and specialists and that they should

II
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not be forcibly dichotom ized into groups. This study found that sex offenders are more
specialized in their sex offending behavior than has previously been thought (Soothill et
ah, 2000). Further, Soothill et al. (2000) concluded that if m em bers o f a sub-group o f sex
offenders are convicted o f a subsequent sexual offense, it is probable that they will be
convicted o f the same kind o f sex offense.
Two studies in particular provide evidence for the existence o f specialization
among sex offenders and serve to offer several im portant insights into the profiles o f sex
offenders (Speir et ah, 2001; Stander et ah, 1989). In their study o f offenders in Georgia,
Speir et ah (2001) deduce that “ . . . regardless o f specific sex crime, evidence o f
specialization indeed exists” (p. 21). Further, this study finds that there is only a 2%
chance o f a non-sex offender being arrested for a sex crime at their next arrest. Hence,
violent, property, and drug offenders participate in m any types o f crim es, but very rarely
engage in sexual offending. However, sex offenders have a 22% probability o f being
arrested for a sexual offense at their next arrest, suggesting that w hile sex offenders tend
to participate in non-sex crimes, non-sex offenders w ill very rarely participate in sex
crimes (Speir et ah, 2001).
Stander et ah (1989) em ployed the use o f forw ard specialization coefficients^ to
m easure the degree o f specialization o f offending in crim inal careers. They found that
sex offenders, in particular, tended to exhibit patterns o f specialization. In addition, this
study discovered that persistent offenders tended to becom e increasingly specialized in
com m itting fraud over the course o f successive convictions. This led the researchers to
suggest that crim inological theories should consider the possibility that several specific

^ A forward specialization coefficient is a measure used with transition matrices to quantify the degree of
specialization in a given type o f offending (Stander et al., 1989).

12
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constructs underlie crim inal behavior as opposed to one general underlying construct
such as antisocial tendencies, w eak social bonds, or w eak conscience (Stander et ah,
1989).
Existing literature that provides evidence o f versatility in the offense patterns o f
sex offenders doesn’t necessarily refuse to recognize the existence o f specialization.
Instead, it argues that w hile sex offenders exhibit m inim al patterns o f specialization, they
tend to be m ore versatile than specialized in their crim inal activities (G runfeld and
Noreik, 1986; Soothill et al., 2000; Simon, 1997; Simon, 2000; W einrott and Saylor,
1991). Soothill et al. (2000) explain their position on the concept o f specialization within
the careers o f sexual offenders w ith an interesting analogy:
Offenders m ay or m ay not specialize in sex offending w ithin their general
crim inal career, and m ay or m ay not specialize in specific kinds o f sex
offending w ithin their sexual crim inal career. A n analogy m ay be helpful.
A person m ay play m any sports, but specialize in football w ith a favoured
position o f centre forward. A person can, indeed, be regarded as a
versatile sportsperson and a specialist football centre forward at the same
time. A sex offender can behave in the same w ay (p. 57).
Sim on’s (1997) review o f crim inal specialization literature argues that the very
idea that offenders specialize in certain types o f crim e is a m isconception that is evident
in both the crim inal justice and m ental health systems, sex offenders included. Simon
(1997) goes on to w arn that the act o f attaching labels to certain crim inals based upon
their official records can be misleading.

Further, this research suggests that “as with

offenders who assault their intim ate partners, the idea that offenders who com m it sex
crimes are specialists results from official focus on the m ost serious crimes that an
offender commits, and ignores crim inal and deviant behavior that is inconsistent w ith the
perceived specialty” (Simon, 1997, p. 41).
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Simon (1997) acknowledges that a few specialists do in fact exist, but points out
that m ost crim inals tend to dem onstrate m ore generality or versatility in their com mission
o f offenses. A ccording to Sim on’s (1997) review o f past studies exam ining sex offender
specialization, some o f these studies inadvertently point out that sex offenders are not
specialists w hile actually attem pting to com m unicate that they are specialized in their
sexual offenses. Simon (1997) points to the study by H anson et al. (1995) as a prime
exam ple o f inconsistency in w hich the researchers claim to discover that child m olesters
exhibit specialization while a table in their article depicted num bers indicating versatility.
Table 2.1 provides a sum m ary o f the existing studies that exam ine patterns o f
offense specialization in general and with respect to the com m ission o f sexual offenses.
M ost o f the studies included in Table 2.1 use different m easures o f specialization and
very different samples o f offenders. It is clear that the results are w idely inconsistent
across studies, m aking it difficult to make any generalizations about specialization in
crim inal careers.
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Table 2.1 Studies Exam ining Offense Specialization
A uthor/Y ear

Finding

Offender
Type

Speir et al.
(2001)

Sex offenders dabble in non-sex crimes, while non-sex offenders
dabble in all but sex crimes. In this focus on Georgia sex offenders as
a group, regardless o f specific sex crime, evidence o f specialization
does exist.
Sex offenders are much more specialized in their offending behavior
than has been previously thought. If members o f a group are convicted
o f another sexual offense, they are likely to be convicted o f the same
kind o f sex offense. Some groups o f sex offenders are more
exclusively confined to their group than others. Sex offenders can be
considered specialists and/or generalists and shouldn’t be forcibly
dichotomized.
Past research does not indicate that criminal offenders, sex offenders
included, specialize in crime type. Most offenders commit a variety of
crimes and share similar criminal characteristics.
Few rapists or child molesters specialize; the idea that offenders who
comm it sex crimes are specialists result from official focus on the most
serious crime that an offender commits, and ignores criminal behavior
that is inconsistent with the perceived specialty. Except for the
atypical and persistent sexual fantasies and deviant sexual preferences,
the characterizations o f sex offenders parallel the descriptions o f other
criminal offenders.
Based on self-report data, they found more versatility among sex
offenders with respect to type o f victim and type of sex crime. Also
found that sex offenders participated in a variety o f nonsex offenses.
The use o f forward specialization coefficients showed that sex
offenders in particular tend to be specialized, and also that persistent
offenders become increasingly specialized in fraud. This suggests that
criminological theories should not assume that just one general
construct underlies offending, but several more specific constructs do.
Knowledge about specialization in different types o f crimes could help
in predicting future offense types and assist policy-makers.
Research demonstrates that while sex offenders are much more likely
to commit subsequent sexual offenses than the general criminal
population, they do not exclusively commit sexual offenses. Some
aspects o f intervention with the general criminal population may have
implications for effective management o f sex offenders.
Found differences by crime type and race, but the results o f each
m ethod o f measurement o f specialization showed a low level of
specialization amid more random, general, or versatile behavior. By
adhering to the definition o f criminal career that provides for
longitudinal paths that don’t necessarily involve exclusive or principal
career activities, this study accepts the findings as support o f minimum
levels o f specialization in the criminal career.
Results were broadly consistent with those o f other researchers,
suggesting a tendency toward specialization. Individuals with two
consecutive offenses o f the same type were more likely to be charged
upon the third arrest in that sequence with an offense o f that same type
than any other offense.
Some specialization was found in all crime types for adult offenders.
A dult offenders in all jurisdictions exhibited definite tendencies toward
increased switching among offenses within a cluster and decreased

Sex
Offenders

Soothill et al.
(2000)

Simon (2000)

S im o n (1997)

W einrott and
Saylor (1991)
Stander et al.
(1989)

Bynum et al.
(2001)

K em pf (1987)

Lattimore et al.
(1994)

Blumstein et al.
(1988a)

15

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Sex
Offenders

Sex
Offenders
Sex
Offenders

Sex
Offenders
Sex
Offenders

Sex
Offenders

General

General
(Juveniles)

General

Mazerolle et al.
(2000)

Carcach and
Leverett (1999)

Britt (1996)

Tracy and
Kemp-Leonard
(1996)

Farrington,
Snyder and
Finnegan (1988)

J. Cohen (1986)

Klein (1984)

Bursik (1980)

switching between these clusters. Levels o f specialization found for
adults were higher than those previously reported in analysis o f
offending by juveniles. These higher levels o f specialization suggest
that offenders who remain criminally active until older ages are also
more specialized.
Early onset offenders exhibit signifieantly more offending diversity
relative to late onset offenders. Offenders who begin their offending
behavior early in the life course and persist into adulthood exhibit more
diverse and versatile offending patterns than those who do not.
Specialization occurs when a single underlying process drives
offending. Their results indicate patterns o f both specialization and
versatility in juvenile offending. Their results support the hypothesis
that there is an initial tendency towards specialization among juvenile
offenders, particularly for violent offenses. Results also indicate that
patterns o f juvenile offending do tend to remain stable over time.
Using conditional quasi-symmetry to evaluate specialization and
escalation in offenses, this study found significantly different patterns
o f specialization between groups o f black and white offenders in the
sample.
Conceptualize specialization as a career concept rather than an offenseby-offense analysis that focuses on transitions. Consider as specialists
those who concentrate in a primary offense type by committing 50% or
more o f their acts within the category yet may fluctuate among
different offense types between any given transition number. They
found that adult crime status was more likely among juveniles who
concentrated their juvenile offending within particular offense
categories.
Theoretically, research on offense specialization and/or versatility is
important because it can provide insight as to the number of
dimensions that may underlie delinquency. Found a “small but
significant degree o f specialization superimposed on a great deal o f
versatility” and that “specialization tended to increase with successive
referrals” (p. 483).
Due to the fact that crime control policies focus on particular categories
o f offenders, knowledge o f offense specialization is important in
focusing crime control efforts on offenders who are most likely to
continue to commit particular offenses.
In a review o f 33 studies examining offending patterns among
criminals, 21 support the concept o f versatility (“cafeteria-style”), 8
studies provide evidence for both specialization and versatility, and 4
provide clear evidence o f specialization patterns.
“There is definite evidence that some degree o f specialization occurs in
the offense histories o f white and nonwhite delinquents” (p. 859).
Points out methodological flaws in past studies examining offense
specialization and provides implications for future research techniques.

General

General
(Juveniles)

General

General

General
(Juveniles)

General

General

General
(Juveniles)

Studies that are not necessarily focused on patterns o f specialization in the
criminal careers o f sex offenders can still help to shed light on their offending patterns
(Grunfeld and N oreik, 1986; W einrott and Saylor, 1991).

For example, a study

16

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

exam ining self-reports o f crimes com m itted by a sample o f sex offenders shared several
im plications w ith specialization literature.

Specifically, W einrott and Saylor (1991)

suggested that sex offenders do not specialize w ith respect to the types o f victim s that
they choose. M ore specifically, it was found that even when sex offenders w ere divided
into specific sub-groups, only h alf o f the self-report disclosures from the sample (47 out
o f 99) could be classified by their particular choice o f victim.
Self-report disclosures uncovered that 32% o f official rapists reported sexual
contact w ith a child, w hile 12% o f the official child m olesters disclosed at least one
instance in w hich they attem pted to force sex upon an adult female. A dditionally, 34% o f
m en who w ere thought to exclusively m olest outside the hom e w ere also involved in
incest, w hile 50% o f the incest offenders disclosed that they abused children outside o f
the hom e (W einrott and Saylor, 1991). Thus, it can be concluded from this particular
self-report study that sex offenders do not exclusively specialize in a certain type o f
victim.
W einrott and Saylor (1991) also found that sex offenders engaged in a variety o f
crim inal activities outside the realm o f sex offending. In the tw elve-m onth period leading
up to the incarceration o f the 99 m en in this sample, they collectively reported
com m itting 19,518 nonsexual crimes.

A m ong rapists, the m ean num ber o f different

nonsex offenses com m itted was 10.5, w ith each m an com m itting an average o f 305
nonsexual crimes. Child m olesters com m itted an average o f 121 nonsex offenses each.
A lm ost h a lf o f the rapists assaulted their partner, w hile 20% o f the child m olesters
reported being involved in assault, theft, burglary, possession o f stolen goods, and drug
offense in the course o f one year (W einrott and Saylor, 1991).
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A lthough an exhaustive exam ination o f sex offenders’ recidivism rates is beyond
the scope o f this paper, it is im portant to m ention that these types o f studies can also help
to uncover patterns o f specialization and/or versatility in sexual offending. One study in
particular that exam ined recidivism rates o f sex offenders in N orw ay (G runfeld and
Noreik, 1991) concluded that “so-called pure sexual criminals seem to be rarities. The
usual pattern is a combination o f different types o f offences. Those exclusively involved
in sex crimes represent a small m inority” (p. 101). Further, the authors concluded that
m ost o f the m ales in the sample who had been crim inally convicted displayed a record o f
“m ixed crim inality” w hich was dom inated by crim es o f violence and profit (Grunfeld and
Noreik, 1991, p. 102).
Studies o f sex offender recidivism are also im portant to consider w hen addressing
the issue o f sex offender dangerousness.

The likelihood o f an offender com mitting

subsequent crimes is som etim es equated w ith a certain level o f dangerousness. Table 2.2
provides a sum m ary o f some o f the extensive research on sex offender recidivism. The
differences in each study’s definition o f recidivism , population o f sex offender studied,
and follow-up period is noted in the table. It is evident in this table that studies with
longer follow-up periods report higher levels o f recidivism for sex offenders.

In

contrast. Table 2.3 illustrates the ranges o f recidivism rates for several groups o f
untreated sex offenders as noted by M arshall and Barbaree (1990). M ost o f the studies
included in this review were also included in an extensive meta-analysis o f 42 recidivism
studies done by Furby et al. (1989).
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Table 2.2 A R eview o f Sex Offender Recidivism
Source

Sample

Grunfeld
and Noreik,
1986
Gibbens,
Soothill,
and Way,
1978

N=541
Norwegian Sex
Offenders
N=117
parent/child
and sibling
incest
offenders
N=28,972 sex
offenders from
a meta-analysis
o f 61 studies

Repeated sexual
offenses

Nine years

12.8%

Conviction for a
sexual offense

Twelve years

4%

Average sex
offense recidivism
across studies

Average o f four
to five years

Untreated
(N=68) and
treated (N=58)
child molesters
N=98
nonfamilial
child molesters
N=9,691 sex
offenders
released from
prison in 1994
from 15 US
states
N= 1,090 sex
offenders
released from
prison sentence
o f 4+ years in
1992 &1993
N=197 child
molesters

Sexual reoffense

Less than 2 years
2-4 years
Over 4 years

13.4% overall,
N=23,393; 18.9%
for rapists,
N =l,839; 12.7%
for child
molesters,
N=9,603
8.8%
16.7%
4&9%

Self-report of
sexual reoffenses

One year

12.2%

Rearrest for new
sex crime

3 years

53%

Reconviction for
new sex crime

3 years

33%

Reconviction for a
sexual offense

4 years

5%

Reconviction for a
sexual offense

15-30 years

35%

Reconviction for a
sexual offense

21 years

243%

Reconviction for a
sexual offense

25 years

61.1%

Hanson and
Bussiere,
1998

M arshall
and
Barbaree,
1988
Abel et al.,
1988
Langan et
al., 2003

Friendship
and
Thornton,
2001

H anson et
a h , 1995
Gann et ah,
2004

Langevin et
ah, 2004

N=419 adult
male sex
offenders
discharged
from prison in
1979
N=230 sex
offenders seen
for psychiatric
assessment
between 1966
and 1974

M easure o f
Recidivism

Follow-Up
Period

Rate o f
Recidivism
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Table 2.3 Summary o f Findings from Marshall and Barbaree (1990)
Source

Group

Range o f
Recidivism

Description o f Source

Cox, 1980;
Marshall and
Barbaree, 1990
Furby et ah,
1989; Marshall
and Barbaree,
1990
Furby et ah,
1989; Marshall
and Barbaree,
1990
Furby et ah,
1989; Marshall
and Barbaree,
1990

Untreated
exhibitionists

41-71%

Recidivism study

Untreated rapists

7-3594

Meta-analysis

Untreated child
m olester with male
victims

13-40%

Meta-analysis

Untreated child
molesters with
female victims

10-29%

Meta-analysis

Dangerousness o f Sex Offenders
Current sex offender policies are predicated on tbe idea tbat sex offenders are
“simply m ore dangerous tban otber crim inal offenders because tbey exbibit a greater
degree o f com pulsion for tbeir crim es tban tbat found for nonsexual offender groups”
(Sample and Bray, 2003: 60).

Tbe public’s perception o f sex offenders is driven by

stories in w bicb children have been sexually assaulted and m urdered by released sex
offenders. Stories such as these serve to perpetuate “an image o f tbe sex offender as a
com pulsive recidivist w ho continues to present a danger to society despite any efforts at
rehabilitation or reform ” (Sample and Bray, 2003: 62). Current research has suggested
tbat there is widespread public support for tbe current sex offender laws as an avenue to
prevent recurrence o f sexual offending and tbat tbe public believes tbat sex offenders
have a high propensity o f recom m itting sex crim es (Dundes, 2001; Phillips, 1998;
Sample and Bray, 2003).
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The b elief tbat sex offenders are m ore dangerous tban otber types o f offenders
and tbat tbey are m ore likely to reoffend does not appear to be supported by empirical
literature. In fact. Sample and Bray (2003: 65) suggest tbat “tbe em pirical evidence to
date does not seem to suggest tbat sex offenders have higher rates o f recidivism tban
otber groups o f offenders and are thus in need o f greater levels o f surveillance and
control.” A m eta-analysis o f sex offender recidivism studies conducted by H anson and
Bussiere (1998) found tbat tbe recidivism rate for com m itting a new sexual offense was
13.4% out o f a sample o f 23,393 offenders for a 4 to 5 year follow-up period. H anson and
Bussiere (1998: 357) contend tbat tbat “tbe present findings contradict tbe popular view
tbat sexual offenders inevitably reoffend.”
Several studies tbat have exam ined tbe recidivism rates o f sex offenders when
com pared to otber groups o f offenders have yielded results tbat further question tbe belief
tbat sex offenders are m ore dangerous and display higher rates o f reoffending tban otber
groups o f offenders.

H anson et al. (1995) com pared tbe recidivism rates for child

m olesters to a group o f nonsexual offenders and found tbat w hen recidivism was
m easured for any type o f offense, 83.2% o f tbe nonsexual offenders were reconvicted
com pared to 61.8% o f tbe child m olesters during tbe 15 to 30 year follow-up period
(Hanson et al., 1995).
Upon exam ination o f tbe same data set being used in tbe current study, wbicb
exam ines recidivism rates for a large sam ple o f sexual and nonsexual offenders released
from prison in 15 states in 1994 (Langan and Levin, 2002), it w as found tbat w ith respect
to re-arrest rates for any type o f crim e over tbe three-year follow-up period, tbe
recidivism rate for rapists was 46% and tbe recidivism rate for otber sexual assaulters was
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41.5%. The recidivism rates for other groups o f offenders were m easured in the same
way. Those groups o f offenders w ith the highest rearrest rates were robbers (70.2%),
burglars (74.0% ), larcenists (74.6% ), and m otor vehicle thieves (78.8%). A ccording to
this m easure o f recidivism , sex offenders exhibited the lowest rearrest rates. W ith respect
to the com m ission o f sex offenses in the three-year follow-up period, this data reflected
that 1.3% o f non-sex offenders (3,328 out o f 262,420) were rearrested for the com m ission
o f a new sex crime. The released sex offenders exhibited a 5.3% rearrest rate for the
com m ission o f a new sex crim e in the follow-up period - a rate four tim es higher than
that for non-sex offenders (Langan and Levin, 2002).
M ore lim ited studies o f sex offender recidivism patterns for offenders from one
state have dem onstrated trends sim ilar to those observed in the national data set.

For

example. Sam ple and Bray (2003) found that for a sample o f offenders from Illinois,
during a five-year follow-up period, those offenders w hose m ost serious offense had been
robbery exhibited the highest likelihood o f rearrest (74.9%), followed by offenders
arrested for burglary (66%), nonsexual assault (58% ), larceny (52.9%), and sex offenders
(45.1%). The only two groups w ith lower rearrest rates than sex offenders during the five
year follow-up period w ere those offenders arrested for homicide (44.2% ) and property
dam age (38.8% ) (Sam ple and Bray, 2003).
A study o f offense-specific rearrest rates for these offenders dem onstrated that
“the sex offender category had a low er offense-specific rarest rate in five years (6.5%)
than did arrestees in m ost other categories” (Sam ple and Bray, 2003: 73).

The only

categories w ith low er offense-specific rearrest rates w ere hom icide (5.7% ), kidnapping
(2.8%), and stalking (5%).

Sim ilar to the findings o f Langan and Levin (2002), this
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state-level recidivism study did find that sex offenders had the highest percentages o f
rearrest for a sex crim e at one, three, and five years in the follow-up period with
respective rearrest rates o f 2.2%, 4.8%, and 6.5%. W hile these rates for the com m ission
o f a new sex offense by sex offenders are high in com parison to the other groups o f
offenders, it is relevant to point out that 93% o f the sex offenders w ere not rearrested for
a subsequent sex offense. Further, it is possible that sex offenders face greater levels o f
rearrest because they are such a highly visible group o f offenders and are readily
available for law enforcem ent to question (Sam ple and Bray, 2003).

Current Crim e Control Policies
The current trends in public policy involving sexual offenders include sex
offender registries, com m unity notification cam paigns, civil com m itm ent laws, and
increased sentences for sexual offenses (W ood, Grossman, and Fichtner, 2000). These
public policies are largely based on the assum ptions that sex offenders do not participate
in other crim inal activities (Simon, L, 2000, 1997) and that sex offenders should be
“m anaged” rather than rehabilitated (Simon, J., 1998).
The moral panic that accompanies the devastating victim ization o f children and
the extrem e cases o f sexual abuse that involve kidnapping and even m urder also have a
strong influence on crim inal justice policy.

H eavy m edia coverage o f sexual crimes

evokes an em otionally-based, fearful reaction from the public. A ccording to Palerm o and
Farkas (2001: 154), “W hile these types o f brutal, heinous sex crimes constitute a small
percentage o f offending, they generate an enorm ous amount o f m edia attention and ignite
fear, passion, and outrage o f various individuals and groups in the com m unity.” Public
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outrage and hysteria serve to put an extreme am ount o f pressure on legislators to “do
som ething” about sex offenders. This unique m ixture o f false assum ptions regarding the
profiles o f sex offenders and the m oral panic caused by the extrem ely rare and heinous
cases puts law m akers in a position to crack down on sexual abuse.
It can be argued that sexual predator laws sym bolically serve to pacify public
outrage.

Sexual predator laws are even referred to as an exam ple o f “feel-good

legislation” (Freem an-Longo, 1996:2).

However, these policies are intended for the

sexual offender w ho is both highly specialized and untreatable, assum ing that there is a
population o f sex offenders that fall into this category.

These assum ptions result in

publie policy that is intended for a very narrow, hom ogeneous population, also know n as
“one-size-fits-all” legislation.

Further, even w hen crim inal justice policy for sex

offenders is based on research conducted through the use o f official data, it is
inappropriate to generalize these findings because a m ajority o f sexual assaults are not
reported and secondly, because the sex offenders who are identified by the crim inal
justice system cannot be considered representative o f all sex offenders (W ood et al.,

2000 ).
The unintended consequences o f the laws and public policies pertaining to the
m anagem ent o f sex offenders have negative impacts on sex offenders, victim s o f sexual
abuse, and the com m unity in general. Public policies such as sex offender registration
and com m unity notification program s can create a false sense o f security for the
com m unity (Freem an-Longo, 1996; Prentky, 1996). The public usually isn ’t aware that
sexual abuse is frequently com m itted by someone the victim knows.

R ecent research

suggests that in nearly 75 percent o f sexual assault and rape cases, and in 90 percent o f
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those involving children, the victim knew the offender (Greenfield, 1997). W hile one o f
the goals o f com m unity notification and registration is to educate the com m unity about
sexual abuse, these policies m ay give the public a false sense o f security if they believe
that those offenders already labeled as dangerous are the only ones who pose a potential
threat to their children (Trivitis and Repucci, 2002). In reality, only a fraction o f sexual
offenders are affected by sex offender legislation.
A nother problem with sex offender laws is that they could potentially introduce a
certain degree o f bias into police practices (Hanson et al., 1995) and even hinder sex
crime investigations (Simon, 2000). W hether or not there is agreem ent in criminal justice
research regarding the existence o f specialization in sex offending, Hanson et al.
(1995:335) suggests that specialization in offending m ay reflect specialization in the
detection o f sex offending. Further, this research suggests “law enforcem ent practices
m ay be biased toward apprehending suspects who have been previously convicted o f the
same type o f crim e.” Similarly, Simon (2000) points out that sex offender registries are
used by law enforcem ent to help solve sex crimes, this practice being based on the
assum ption that convicted sex offenders specialize in sex crim es and will likely be a
suspect in subsequent sex crimes. This leads Simon (2000:278) to the conclusion that
“narrow ing investigations o f sex crim es to registered sex offenders often ham pers or
delays investigations, increasing the danger for victim s.”
Certain sexual predator laws allow the state to civilly com m it sex offenders who
are thought to be psychologically disordered and pose a continual threat to society.
Simon (2000: 46) points out that “given the fact that we have no evidence that offenders
who com m it sex crim es have higher recidivism rates or that they are in fact more
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dangerous than other types o f offenders, civilly com m itting them to secure mental
hospitals for an indefinite am ount o f time after they have served their prison sentence
does not m ake sense.” In addition, the existing assessm ents that are used to predict the
future dangerousness o f sex offenders have not dem onstrated high levels o f accuracy in
their predictions o f future dangerousness (Simon, 2000).

The Current Study
Tw o distinct approaches to the study o f crim inal offending apply to the current
research: the crim inal career paradigm and control theory. Simon (1997:36) explains the
crim inal career approach in the following manner:
The schem a o f the crim inal career concept assumes that a crim inal
offender engages in a career or profession in the same w ay that a
legitim ately trained individual chooses to be a law yer or doctor.
M oreover, the crim inal career paradigm requires that an offender is a
specialist in a distinct type o f crim e or crimes (e.g., rapes or robberies) in
the same w ay that a doctor or a lawyer w ould specialize in, say cardiology
or tax law.
W hile the crim inal career paradigm suggests a high degree o f specialization in the
crim inal career, control theory (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990) proposes an alternative
view by assum ing that crim inals display versatility in their patterns o f offending and are
characterized by anti-social tendencies that penetrate into other facets o f their lives.
Gottfredson and H irschi (1990:91) state that “our im age o f the ‘offender’ suggests that
crime is not an autom atic or necessary consequence o f low self control. It suggests that
m any noncrim inal acts analogous to crim e (such as accidents, smoking, and alcohol use)
are also m anifestations o f low self-control.”

Further, this theory o f low self-control

points to versatility in the exhibition o f deviance in a variety o f crim inal acts. To directly
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quote the authors, “the variety o f m anifestations o f low self-control is immense. In spite
o f the years o f tireless research m otivated by a b elief in specialization, no credible
evidence o f specialization has been supported” (G ottfredson and Hirschi, 1990:91).

Expected Em pirical Findings
Based on the literature and existing public policy, the working assumption o f this
study is that sex offenders are m ore likely to exhibit patterns o f specialization and than
other types o f offenders. It is also expected that offense specialization o f sex offenders
will be exhibited w ithin sub-categories o f sex offenders, such as rapists and child
molesters. A lthough it is anticipated that sex offenders w ill exhibit higher levels o f
specialization than other types o f offenders, the degree o f offense specialization am ong
sex offenders is not expected to be as strong as public opinion and legal policy currently
suggest.

27

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

CHAPTER 3

M ETHODOLOGY
A secondary data analysis was conducted to exam ine the crim inal careers o f a
sample o f sex offenders and to test for the presence o f offense specialization. A detailed
description o f the sam ple and measures o f variables is included in the following section.
The U niversity o f N evada, Las Vegas Social/Behavioral Sciences Institutional Review
Board via the Offiee for the Protection o f Research Subjects approved the use o f data
involving hum an subjects on N ovem ber 19, 2004.

The Sample
The data set in this study is a national sample o f convicted crim inals w ho were
released from prison in 15 different states in 1994.

These states include: Arizona,

California, Delaw are, Florida, Illinois, M aryland, M ichigan, M innesota, N ew Jersey,
N ew York, N orth Carolina, Ohio, Oregon, Texas, and Virginia. The Bureau o f Justice
Statistics (BJS) chose these states because they “are large and diverse, collectively
accounting for the m ajority o f prisoners released in 1994” (Langan and Levin, 2002: 11).
Altogether, these 15 states released 302,209 prisoners in 1994.
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The D epartm ent o f Corrections in each state supplied com puterized records on
each o f the 302,209 prisoners. The com puterized record included the offender’s name,
date o f birth, sex, race,

departm ent o f corrections identification number, FBI

identification number, im prisonm ent offense, sentence length, date o f entry into prison,
and date o f release in 1994.
U sing these official records, each prisoner was placed into one o f thirteen offense
categories that m atched the conviction offense that resulted in the prison term.

The

thirteen offense categories included hom icide, rape/sexual assault, robbery, aggravated
assault, burglary, larceny/m otor vehicle theft, fraud, drug trafficking, drug possession,
weapons offense, driving under the influence, other public order, and a category entitled
“other” that included offenses that did not fall into the other categories.
Samples were draw n from each o f the thirteen categories w ithin each state. As
noted by Langan and Levin (2002; 12), in the case o f those prisoners with m ultiple
conviction offenses, the offense that result in the longest prison sentence was designated
as the im prisonm ent offense. The sam ple size for each category was determ ined by a
target that was set for each state. The targeted sample sizes are sum m arized in Table 3.1.
Table 3.2 presents the sample sizes for each o f the thirteen offense categories.
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Table 3.1 Population, Sample, and A nalysis Subset by State
Prisoners Released in 1994
Total N um ber

Selected from total to
be in the sam ple

Selected from
sample to be in
this report
33,796

Total

302,309

Arizona

7,418

2,000

1,433

California

105,257

7,183

7,048

Delaware

721

721

659

Florida

24,751

2,893

2,564

Illinois

18,606

2,615

2,317

Maryland

11,639

2,117

1,599

Michigan

8,049

2,315

1,965

Minnesota

1,929

1,929

1,730

New Jersey

13,567

2J89

2,130

New York

31,406

2,639

2,466

North Carolina

25,797

2,314

2,047

Ohio

19,313

2,664

1,822

Oregon

5,009

2J92

1,560

Texas

22352

2350

2,430

Virginia

5,725

2,103

2,026

Source: Langan anc Levin (2002:12).
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Table 3.2 Target Sample Sizes by O ffense Type
M ost Serious Release Offense

Targeted Sample Size in Each State

Homicide

80

Rape/Sexual Assault

All

Robbery

180

Aggravated Assault

180

Burglary

220

Larceny/M otor Vehicle Theft

220

Fraud

60

Drug trafficking

380

Drug Possession

120

Weapons Offense

40

Driving Under the Influence

120

Other Public Order

120

Other

120

Note: For one State (California), targeted sample sizes are two times those shown.

Source: Langan and Levin (2002:12).

There w ere deviations from the target sample sizes in several instances. For the
state o f California, the sam ple size was doubled to improve the precision o f the estimates
(Langan and Levin, 2002: 12).

In addition, all released prisoners from the states o f

Delaware and M innesota w ere included in the data set instead o f a sample o f them. The
final data set consisted o f 38,624 prisoners, 28,078 o f w hom w ere released non-sex
offenders, and 10,546 o f w hom w ere released sex offenders. A ll sex offenders among the
original 302,209 released prisoners w ere included in the sample, w hereas a subset o f
offenders was selected from the other offense categories.

31

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Once the sample was drawn, staff o f the Bureau o f Justice Statistics engaged in
several additional procedures to com plete their study. They began b y contacting the State
agency that had access to crim inal history files and obtaining a R A P ' sheet for each o f the
prisoners that was sampled from that particular state. In order to obtain the needed
inform ation, the Bureau o f Justice Statistics supplied the State agencies w ith individual
identifiers that could m atch the prisoners to the crim inal history files. The BJS staff was
able to obtain com puterized RAP sheets from respective State agencies for 37, 647 o f the
38, 624 released prisoners in the sample.
The next step in the original data collection process was to obtain crim inal history
inform ation from the FBI for each o f the released prisoners. BJS staff was able to supply
the FBI w ith individual identifiers for 35,985^ o f the 38,624 prisoners in the sample. In
turn, the FBI w as able to supply the BJS w ith RA P sheets for 34,439 o f those 35,985
released prisoners.
A fter inform ation on the released prisoners in the sample w as obtained from each
source (i.e. the 15 departments o f corrections, the 15 State crim inal history repositories,
and the FBI), BJS staff com bined the inform ation into a database.

A total o f 6,520

variables are available in this data file, 6,435 o f w hich serve to docum ent the prisoner’s
entire adult crim inal history. Inform ation is collected for up to 99 separate arrest dates
for each prisoner. For the 10 prisoners who had m ore than 99 different dates o f arrest,
their 99 latest arrest dates were included in the database (Langan and Levin, 2002: 13).

‘ According to Langan and Levin (2002: 12), a RAP sheet is a record o f arrest and prosecution. The RAP
sheets that were obtained from State agencies were computerized.
^ The identifiers for the 35,985 prisoners did not include any identifiers for the 2,639 prisoners from New
York because New York law prohibited the BJS from supplying the FBI with identifying information
(Langan and Levin, 2002: 13).
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The database identifies the total num ber o f offenses the person was charged w ith
at the tim e o f their arrest, the nature o f the offense, and whether the offense w as a felony
or misdemeanor. I f the person was arrested for more than three offenses at a particular
time, only the three m ost serious offenses w ere coded.

The data file adheres to a

hierarchy that recognized felonies being m ore serious than m isdem eanors.

For arrest,

charges, and conviction, the hierarchy coding o f offenses, from m ost to least serious
includes: homicide, rape/other sexual assault, robbery, aggravated assault, burglary,
larceny/m otor vehicle theft, fraud, drug trafficking, drug possession, w eapons offense,
driving under the influence, other public order, and “other offenses” (Langan and Levin,

2002:13).
The final sample includes 9,691 o f the 10,546 released sex offenders who m et all
four parts o f the selection criteria. The selection criteria for released sex offenders as
outlined in the report com piled by Langan et al. (2003: 39) required that the prisoner was
m ale and that: 1) a R A P sheet on the prisoner is located in the state crim inal history
repository, 2) the released prisoner was alive throughout the entire course o f the threeyear follow-up period, 3) the prisoner’s sentence was greater than one year, and 4) the
state departm ent o f corrections that released the prisoner in 1994 did not designate him as
any o f the following release types: release to custody/detainer/w arrant, absent w ithout
leave, escape, transfer, adm inistrative release, or release on appeal.
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Defining Sex Offenders
All o f the 9,691 sex offenders released in 1994 w ere m en who w ere labeled
violent sex offenders.

According to Langan et al. (2003: 3), their offenses are called

“violent” because their crimes are w idely defined in State statutes as “violent” sex
offenses. ‘V iolent’ m eans the offender used or threatened force in the com m ission o f the
crim e or, w hile not actually using force, the offender did not have the victim ’s ‘factual’
or ‘legal’ consent.”

The category o f violent sex offenses does not refer to

com m ercialized sex offenses such as prostitution, pim ping, and pornography. Further,
the category o f violent offenses does not include non-violent m orals or decency offenses
such as indecent exposure, voyeurism , bestiality, adultery, incest betw een adults, and
bigam y (Langan et al., 2003).
In the study conducted by Langan et al. (2003), violent sex crimes are divided into
two m ain groups: rape and other sexual assault.^ Each o f the 9,691 sex offenders was
classified as being either a rapist or a sexual assaulter.

The classification o f the sex

offenders in this sample was based upon inform ation regarding the offender’s
im prisonm ent offense that was contained in the prison records that were supplied for each
offender.

Offenders who were assigned the rape classification com m itted an act o f

forcible rape. For the purposes o f this research, the term rapist refers to all sex offenders
“w hose im prisonm ent offense w as defined by State law as forcible intercourse (vaginal,
anal, or oral) w ith a female or m ale” (Langan et al., 2003, p. 3). The definition o f rape
does include the acts o f forcible sodom y and penetration w ith a foreign object, but
excludes acts such as statutory rape or other nonforcible sex acts w ith m inors or persons
unable to give the appropriate legal or factual consent (Langan et al., 2003).
^ In the current study, sex crimes are classified into the categories o f rape and child molestation.
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Those sex offenders whose im prisonm ent offense did not allow them to be
grouped into the rape classification were put into the “other” sexual assaulter category.
Sexual assaulters are identified as those offenders w hose im prisonm ent offense fell into
one o f three categories: 1) forcible sex acts that did not am ount to intercourse, w ith a
victim o f any age, 2) nonforcible sex acts w ith a m inor (i.e. statutory rape w ith a minor,
incest w ith a m inor, fondling), and 3) nonforcible sex acts w ith a person who is legally or
factually unable to give consent due to mental or physical reasons (Langan et al., 2003).
The sample used in the current research includes the 9,691 sex offenders released
from prison in 1994 w hose im prisonm ent offense was a sexual offense, and in addition,
the sample includes any prisoners who com m itted a sexual offense at any point in their
crim inal careers. B y including those prisoners who com m itted a sexual offense at any
point in their crim inal careers in the sample, the current study w ill capture the w idest
possible sam ple o f sex offenders. The inclusion o f prisoners who have com m itted a sex
offense during the course o f their crim inal careers in the current sample increases the
sample size to 10,266. If the current research used only those sex offenders classified on
the basis o f their im prisonm ent offense, the study w ould be biased b y the assum ption that
offenders specialize based solely on one offense for w hich they w ere arrested and
convicted.

Initially assum ing such specialization in offending w ould directly conflict

w ith the objectives o f the study.

Coding o f V ariables
The m ajor variables in this study involve measures that exam ine the offenses
com m itted by sex offenders throughout the course o f their crim inal careers. The prim ary
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dependent variable is the degree o f offense specialization. The independent variables in
this study include gender, race, type o f im prisonm ent offense, num ber o f arrest cycles
(i.e., the length o f crim inal career), age at time o f first arrest, age at tim e o f release,
whether or not the prisoner had any prior arrests, and w hether or not the prisoner was
rearrested in the three-year follow-up period.
Offense and O ffender Typologies
Offense Types. The hierarchy o f the thirteen offense categories observed in the
current study are homicide, rape/other sexual assault, robbery, aggravated assault,
burglary, larceny/m otor vehicle theft, fraud, drug trafficking, drug possession, weapons
offense, driving under the influence, other public order, and “other offenses” (Langan and
Levin, 2002). The definitions o f rape and other sexual assault were previously described.
The definitions o f the other offenses in this study are sum m arized below.
A ccording to Langan and Levin (2002) m urder can be constituted by 1)
intentionally causing the death o f another person w ithout extreme provocation or legal
justification, or 2) causing the death o f another w hile com m itting or attempting to commit
another crime.

R obbery is the unlaw ful taking o f property that is in the immediate

possession o f another, by force or the threat o f force.

A ggravated assault includes 1)

intentionally and w ithout legal justification causing serious bodily injury, w ith or without
a deadly w eapon or 2) using a deadly or dangerous w eapon to threaten, attempt, or cause
bodily injury.
A m ong the types o f property offenses, burglary is considered the unlawful entry
o f a fixed structure used for regular residence, industry, or business to com m it a felony or
theft. Larceny is defined as the unlaw ful taking o f property other than a m otor vehicle
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from the possession o f another. M otor vehicle theft is the unlaw ful taking o f a selfpropelled road vehicle ow ned by another. Fraud includes forgery and em bezzlem ent, and
involves using deceit or intentional m isrepresentation to unlaw fully deprive a person o f
his or her property or legal rights.
D rug trafficking includes m anufacturing, distributing, selling, smuggling, and
possession w ith intent to sell. Drug possession is defined as the possession o f an illegal
drug.

W eapons offenses include unlawful sale, distribution, m anufacture, alteration,

transportation, possession, or use o f a deadly or dangerous w eapon. D riving under the
influence is defined as driving while intoxicated.

O ther public order offenses include

probation or parole violation, traffic offenses, escape, obstruction o f justice, court
offenses, nonviolent sex offenses, com m ercialized vice, family offenses, liquor law
violations, bribery, invasion o f privacy, disorderly conduct, contributing to the
delinquency o f a m inor and m iscellaneous public-order offenses.

The other offenses

category includes all offenses that do not fall into the other tw elve categories.
O ffender Types.
classifying offenders.

Based on their offense behaviors, there are different w ays o f
In this study, three types are considered.

These include

classifications based on 1) the offender’s im prisonm ent offense, 2) an offender w ho has
any arrest for a particular offense category in their crim inal history, and 3) an offender
w ho exhibits com plete specialization in one exclusive offense category. Accordingly, a
sex offender m ay be someone w ho is im prisoned for a sex offense, com m itted any sex
offense at some point in their crim inal career, or someone w ho has only com m itted sex
offenses and is a com plete specialist. All three types o f offenders w ill be considered in
this study.
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Specialization
As addressed in an earlier chapter, specialization is defined as “the tendency to
repeat crime types over tim e” (Spier et al., 2001: 19). Four different measures w ere used
to assess offense specialization am ong sex offenders.

These m easures include 1)

percentage rules, 2) the diversity index, 3) transition probabilities, and 4) Farrington’s
Forward Specialization Coefficient.
Percentage Rules.

A basic m easure o f specialization involves “the percentage

concentration o f offense types that are repeated over the crim inal career” (M iethe et al.,
2004: 13).

The use o f percentage rules in m easuring offense specialization involves

adhering to decision rules w hen defining w hat constitutes specialization. For example,
when exam ining the offenses involved in each o f k arrest cycles in a prisoner’s crim inal
history, one m ay declare the individual to be a specialist if some fixed percentage (e.g.
75% or m ore) o f the offenses com m itted by the offender are in the same qualitative
category.
For the purposes o f the current study, an offender w ill be defined as a specialist if
at least 50% o f the individual’s offending history involves the same offense type. An
advantage o f em ploying the use o f percentage rules to m easure specialization is that it
can be used to m easure the concentration o f sim ilar offense types in non-adjacent arrest
cycles as w ell as adjacent arrest cycles.

H owever, because this “m ajority rule” is

som ewhat arbitrary, the pattern o f specialization for different types o f offenders w ill also
be explained using a 75% and 100% decision rule to define specialization.
M easures o f offense concentration can be broken dow n into four levels: 1) careers
w ith less than 50% o f a particular offense, 2) careers w ith 50% or m ore o f a particular
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offense, 3) careers w ith 75% or m ore o f a particular offense, and 4) careers consisting o f
100% o f a particular offense, signifying perfect specialization.
D iversity Index. Sim ilar to percentage rules, the diversity index can also be used
as a m easure o f specialization spanning entire offending careers, and can be used w ith
adjacent and non-adjacent arrest cycles. The diversity index ranges in value from 0 to
1.0, w ith 0 representing com plete specialization and 1 representing a com plete lack o f
specialization in offending. Com putation o f the diversity index for a particular individual
(J,j requires the assessm ent o f the proportion o f the individual’s offenses ipm,) that are
included w ithin different offense categories {m) (M azerolle et al., 2000: 1154).

The

diversity index for that individual, J, is then given by the following formula:
M
d i = \ - Tp^m

m =}

A lthough percentage rules and the diversity index provide a picture o f
specialization on the w hole o f an offender’s crim inal career, several other measures can
explore offense-type switching betw een adjacent transitions in the crim inal career. These
other m easures assum e that the particular sequence o f offenses across stages is what
characterizes specialization or diversity.
D iagonal Transition Probabilities.

One o f the m ost w idely used m easures o f

specialization involves the com putation o f diagonal m arginal probabilities.

These

probabilities represent the likelihood o f an individual repeating the same offense type at
one arrest cycle {k) and at the subsequent arrest period (A: + 1). M iethe et al. (2004: 12)
point out that using average diagonal probabilities as a m easure o f specialization “is
reasonable as long as there is stability in the transition m atrices over arrest cycles.” This
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study found a significant negative correlation betw een arrest cycle num ber and the
diagonal probabilities for sex offenses, but uncovered significant positive correlations
between arrest cycle num ber and diagonal probabilities for property offenses and public
order crimes (M iethe et al., 2004).
F a rrin g to n ’s

Forw ard

Specialization

Coefficient.

A nother

m easure

of

specialization, Farrington’s Forward Specialization Coefficient (FSC), assesses the extent
to which cases tend to cluster along the m ain diagonal cells o f a transition m atrix. This
measure o f specialization is used for adjacent career transitions, the transition from arrest
k to k + f o r specialization in a forward direction (Farrington et al, 1988; 473). The FSC
m easure is derived from adjusted com parisons o f observed and expected cell frequencies.
Farrington et al. (1988) explain that the FSC value w ill be 0 w hen there is com plete
versatility in offending (w hen observed frequencies are equal to expected frequencies)
and the quantity w ill equal 1 w hen there is com plete specialization. The equation for the
calculation o f the forw ard specialization coefficient as proposed by Farrington (1986) is:
FSC = 6 > - A
R -E
W here O = observed cell frequency, E = expected cell frequency, and R = row total.
The FSC m easure, along w ith diagonal probabilities, assesses specialization in
adjacent arrest transitions, w hile percentage rules and the diversity index provide a
summary o f offense patterns over the entire course o f a crim inal career. The use o f both
adjacent and non-adjacent m easures o f specialization provides a m ore thorough
exam ination o f offense patterns and allows for an assessm ent o f the possibility o f
variability in results across m easures.
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Analysis Plan
The data from the sample was com piled into a full data set and is available for
analysis through the Inter-university C onsortium for Political and Social Research
(ICPSR). The data set was then coded for analysis in the SPSS 11.0 statistical analysis
program.
The initial stage o f data analysis involved m easuring offense specialization among
sex offenders using the four m easures m entioned above. The next phase o f data analysis
com pares offense patterns betw een groups o f offenders.

B y com paring sex offenders

w ith non-sex offenders, it is possible to exam ine the accuracy o f the current ideals held
by public policy and driven by the m edia that sex offenders evolve into a highly
specialized and persistent offender.
Patterns o f specialization will be analyzed for the first 25 arrest cycles in the
crim inal careers o f the sample o f sex offenders. Prelim inary data analyses indicate that
94% o f the prisoners in the entire sample (sex and non-sex offenders) have 25 or fewer
arrests. These data analyses also indicate the profiles o f those offenders who continue to
offend and w hose careers span over 60, 70, 80, 90, and up to 99 arrest cycles are
prim arily characterized by com m ission o f property offenses. U nder these conditions, the
focus on the criminal careers o f sex offenders is not unduly lim ited by focusing the
analysis only on the first 25 separate arrests in their careers.

Strengths and Lim itations o f Sample
There are several characteristics o f this sample that serve to strengthen the current
study.

The large sample size o f nearly 10,000 m ale sex offenders is also a national

41

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

sample o f fifteen different U.S. states. A ccording to Langan and Levin (2002), this
sample represents tw o-thirds o f all prisoners who were released in the U nited States in
1994.

Coupled w ith its large size and national coverage, this sample also provides

thorough and inclusive crim inal histories for each o f the released prisoners.

These

official records include state and FBI RAP sheets, juvenile and adult arrest records, and
arrest cycles for each offender that ultim ately allow offense patterns to be com pared. The
coverage o f up to 99 arrest cycles for each prisoner provides the ability to investigate
transitions in offending at different points in the crim inal career. M iethe et al. (2004; 9)
points out that “in term s o f sample size and national coverage, no other data source
collected in the U nited States is even rem otely com parable.”
Even though the sam ple w as chosen over other secondary data sources, it is
im portant to acknow ledge that these data also have several limitations. The m ost serious
lim itation is that they rely exclusively on official arrest records in defining the crim inal
career. U nreported crim inal behavior is not included in the data set. In addition, the use
o f convicted sex offenders who have spent at least one year in prison also limits the
generalizations that can be m ade w ith regards to patterns o f specialization in the crim inal
career. This group o f sex offenders m ay differ from other sex offenders w ho have not
been incarcerated in that they m ay have m ore extensive arrest records or com m itted more
serious crimes. The convenience o f official data is countered b y the burden o f m issing or
incomplete records, and is subject to hum an error. Given the use o f exclusively official
data, the results o f the current study should be considered exploratory findings. M ore
definitive statem ents m ust aw ait the collection o f m ore com prehensive data that covers
both official and self-reported sex offenses.
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C H A PTER 4

D ATA ANALYSIS A ND RESULTS
There are several ways in w hich an offender can be classified for analytic
purposes.

The current study exam ines offenders on the basis o f 1) their general

im prisonm ent offense (i.e. sex, violent, property, and public order offenses) 2) the
specific classification o f their im prisonm ent offense (murder, rape child molestation,
robbery aggravated assault, burglary, larceny, m otor vehicle theft, arson, drug offenses
and other offenses) and 3) any arrest for one o f the offenses in the four general
categories.

The U nivariate and Bivariate D istribution
The prelim inary analysis involves the exam ination o f the univariate distribution o f
the m ajor variables and their bivariate com parisons across different types o f offenses.
Table 4.1 reveals the dem ographic profiles o f offenders, based on general im prisonment
offenses and any arrest for one o f the four general categories.
N early all o f the sex offenders w ere male, and over 60% o f them were white. The
majority o f sex offenders were also arrested for the first time during their adult years.

A ccording to their crim inal offense histories, the vast m ajority o f sex offenders have had
a prior arrest.

However, less than h alf o f them w ere rearrested in the three years

following their release from prison.
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The current analysis also breaks down the sample into eleven m ore specific
offense categories. W hen specific categories are examined for sex offenders (not shown),
the socio-dem ographic profiles and arrest histories w ere som ew hat sim ilar to those based
on the general offense categories. For example, the predom inance o f m ales and older
persons am ong sex offenders was also observed w ithin the specific categories o f rapists
and child m olesters. However, child m olesters w ere more likely to be w hite than rapists
(74% vs. 43% , respectively) and w ere slightly older at the tim e o f their first arrests (mean

= 27 vs. 23^'
B ivariate com parisons betw een sex offenders and other types o f offenders reveal
several significant differences betw een groups. In particular, sex offenders w ere found to
be significantly m ore likely to be male, white, and older at tim e o f first arrest and release
from prison than other offenders. They also were substantially less likely to have a prior
record and to be rearrested within three years o f their prison release in 1994.

These

analyses indicate that released sex offenders have relatively distinct socio-dem ographic
and arrest profiles w hen com pared to other offenders.

' A tabular sum mary o f demographic profiles for the specific offense categories is not presented here,
however it available from the author upon request.
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specialization
As discussed in the m ethods section, specialization m ay be m easured across the
entire crim inal career or by analyzing only the adjacent arrest cycles. The results o f these
specialization analyses are presented in Tables 4.2 through 4.4.
Specialization A m ong General O ffense Categories
W hen transition probabilities are em ployed to determ ine the chance o f repeating
the same offense at the next arrest cycle, sex offenders exhibit far less specialization than
their violent, property, and public order offender counterparts. As shown in Table 4.2,
slightly over one-fourth o f sex offenders repeat their offense type at the next arrest cycle.
A com parison o f the diagonal probabilities for the other general offenses reveals that
nearly a third o f the violent offenders and over h alf for the property and public order
offenders repeated the same offense at their subsequent arrest.
U sing the m ean Forward Specialization Coefficient (FSC), Table 4.2 indicates
that sex offenders also have the lowest degree o f specialization am ong general offense
categories.

Thus, regardless o f what particular m easure is used to assess the diagonal

probabilities for the adjacent arrest cycles, sex offenders have a com paratively low level
o f specialization.
Based on both m easures o f adjacent arrest probabilities, sex offenders also exhibit
less specialization across their crim inal careers. For exam ple, the probability o f repeating
a sex offense decreases from .39 to .15 betw een the first two and the last two arrest cycles
in their careers. In contrast, both property and public order offenders becam e more
specialized over the course o f their offending careers.
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Table 4.2 M easures o f Specialization for A djacent A rrest Cycles: General Offenses
Arrest
Type at
Cycle k
and k + 1
Sex
Offense
Violent
Offense
Property
Offense
Public Order
Offense

Arrest
Type at
Cycle k
and k + 1
Sex
Offense
Violent
Offense
Property
Offense
Public Order
Offense

D iagonal Probabilities for k to k + 1 Transitions
kl

k2

k3

k4

k5

klO

k l5

k20

k25

.388

.357

.330

.277

.287

.268

.237

.246

.147

mean
k lk25
.254

.319

.325

.333

.346

.341

.348

.345

.311

.269

431

.523

.538

.533

j3 6

.533

^ 39

.562

.589

.600

.560

.534

.563

.568

.592

.584

.616

.634

.591

.632

.608

Forward Specialization Coefficient by A rrest Cycle
kl

k2

k3

k4

k5

klO

k l5

k20

k25

.331

.308

J88

.237

.249

.241

.219

.231

.134

mean
k lk25
.229

.175

.185

488

.203

.197

.212

.228

.187

.156

.201

.255

.286

.283

.295

.292

.302

.326

.331

.362

.319

.294

.266

^ 62

.289

.270

.299

.314

.265

.295

.278

The diversity index presents a m easure o f specialization over adjacent and nonadjacent arrest cycles. M easures o f diversity can range from 0 to 1.0, w ith 0 signifying
com plete specialization.

B ased on the analysis o f the four general categories o f

offenders, only small differences in diversity are found (see Table 4.3).

However,

consistent w ith the analysis o f adjacent probabilities, the m ean scores on the diversity
index indicate that sex offenders have the least specialization among the four general
offense categories over the course o f their crim inal careers.
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Table 4.3 Career Measures o f Specialization: General Offenses
Offense
Type at
Arrest
Cycle k
Sex
Offense
Violent
Offense
Property
Offense
Public Order
Offense

D iversity Index by Offense Type at A rrest Cycle k
kl

k2

k3

K4

k5

klO

k l5

k20

k25

mean
k lk25

.417

.436

408

.549

.575

.612

.613

.595

.594

.585

.512

.600

.536

448

.556

.575

476

.577

.567

.570

.487

.484

.484

.485

.485

.485

.485

.478

.467

.481

.412

.418

.436

.445

.457

.483

.496

.502

.508

.481

Career Offense Concentration U sing Percentage Rules
Offense
Type
Sex
Offense
Violent
Offense
Property
Offense
Public Order
Offense

Complete
Specialists

One-Time
Offenders

^0%

^75%

76.6% (6951)

23.4% (2120)

6.6% (600)

468 (5.2%)

5493 (60.6%)

83.8% (15974)

16.2% (3084)

2.9% (553)

260(1.4% )

6878(36.1% )

62.9% (14248)

37.2% (8406)

11.2% (2526)

640 (2.8%)

5175(22.8% )

51.3% (13349)

78.8% (12694)

17.2% (4472)

1576 (6.1%)

4774 (17.2%)

An analysis o f diversity scores at different arrest cycles indicates that sex
offenders are substantially less specialized as their crim inal careers progress. In contrast,
property offenders m aintain a relatively stable level o f specialization, w hereas violent and
property offenders exhibit m arginally small shifts tow ard less specialization.
U sing a percentage rule o f 50% to define specialization. Table 4.3 suggests that
both violent offenders and sex offenders are less likely to specialize than the property or
public order offenders. Over three-fourths o f sex offenders had less than one-half o f their
arrests for sex offenses, whereas less than h a lf o f public order offenders had this
com parable level o f specialization (or lack thereof). W hen a 75% rule is used to define
specialization (i.e. at least three-fourths o f a person’s offenses m ust be o f the same
general type) only about 6% o f sex offenders w ould be considered specialists.
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The use o f other decision rules yields som ewhat different conclusions about the
relatively low levels o f specialization am ong sex offenders (see Table 4.3).

W hen

observing a “one-tim er rule” (i.e. an offender has only one arrest in their general offense
category), sex offenders are far m ore likely than any other general offender category to
have only one arrest for their particular “specialized” crim e during their careers. U nder
an absolute specialization rule (100% o f a person’s offenses m ust be o f the same general
type), less than 10 % o f offenders are classified as complete specialists w ith regards to
their general offense category. H owever, a slightly higher percent o f sex offenders (5%)
w ould be defined as com plete specialists than violent offenders (1%).
Crim e-Specific A nalvsis o f Specialization
W hen exam ining specific offense categories, conclusions about the m ost and least
specialized crim inals are m ore dependent upon the type o f sex offender and how
specialization is m easured (see Table 4.4).

In particular, the m ean diagonal and FSC

measures dem onstrate that child m olesters exhibit a higher level o f specialization than
rapists. Com pared to the other specific types o f offenders, rapists are am ong the least
specialized w ith a m ean diagonal probability and FSC measures com parable to those o f
murderers. However, the adjacent specialization measures o f child m olesters are m ore
com parable to those offenders im prisoned for larceny.
A n analysis o f diagonal probabilities at each o f the 25 arrest cycles (not shown)
reveals that both rapists and child m olesters tend to becom e less specialized as their
criminal careers progress. The FSC m easures o f rapists and child m olesters at each arrest
cycle illustrates a sim ilar pattern o f decreasing specialization throughout the career for
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rapists, w hereas FSC m easures for child m olesters indicate a m ore stable level o f
specialization for child m olesters as their careers progress.
The diversity index m easures for the eleven specific offense categories are
presented in Table 4.4.

Again, there is little variation am ong m ean diversity index

measures. H ow ever this m easure indicates higher levels o f specialization am ong the sex
offenders (rapists and child m olesters) than the adjacent measures o f specialization. It is
notable that w ith this m easure o f specialization, child m olesters once again exhibit a
slightly higher level o f specialization than rapists. Analysis o f the diversity index at each
o f the 25 arrest cycles further indicates that w hile rapists exhibit a level o f stability in
specialization across arrest cycles, child m olesters becom e less specialized throughout
their careers.
M easures o f specialization according to percentage rules for specific offenders are
also sum m arized in Table 4.4. U sing a 50% rule to define specialization, w e find that
nearly 90% o f rapists and over three-quarters o f child m olesters are not considered to be
specialists. H ow ever, w hen a 75% specialization rule is employed, child m olesters have
the third highest percentage o f specialization (6.4% ) behind other offenders (22% ) and
drug offenders (6.6% ).

A m ong the least specialized under the 75% rule are those

im prisoned for arson, larceny, and m otor vehicle theft (.2%, .2%, and .3%). However,
rapists also exhibit low levels o f specialization under this rule w ith ju st 1.9% o f them
considered to be specialists.
Com plete specialization occurs when all o f an offender’s offenses (100% ) fall
into the same offense-type category. W hile no specific offense category has higher than
10% o f its offenders exhibiting com plete specialization, child m olesters do display the
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second highest rate o f com plete specialization (5%), low er only than the other offense
category (7.7%).

Those offenders who have only com m itted one offense in their

designated category are considered “one-tim ers.”

W hen using the one-tim er rule to

define specialization, this analysis reveals that about 70% o f both rapists and child
m olesters are one-tim e offenders, w hereas only 32% o f drug offenders and 15% o f other
offenders are considered one-timers.
In sum, the adjacent and non-adjacent m easures o f specialization em ployed in this
research provide a com prehensive analysis o f specialization in offending patterns. The
degree o f specialization for each offense can and does differ depending on the w ay the
offense is classified and m easure o f specialization used (adjacent or non-adjacent). A
discussion o f these results and im plications for future research w ill follow in the
subsequent section.
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CH APTER 5

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION
The current research has exam ined the existing literature and em pirical studies
regarding the concept o f offense specialization, specifically w ithin the crim inal careers o f
sex offenders.

Existing literature provides some evidence that sex offenders exhibit

specialization, but it is not clear to w hat extent. The analysis in the current study offers a
greater degree o f clarity w ith respect to the degree o f specialization displayed by sex
offenders and other types o f offenders.

Further, the profiling o f sex offenders as

specialists has im portant ram ifications for public policy. This analysis has revealed that
not all sex offenders exhibit a high degree o f specialization and therefore proposes new
directions for sex offender public policy.

Summary o f Results
A prelim inary analysis o f the frequency distribution o f m ajor variables indicated
that sex offenders have a rather distinct socio-dem ographic profile.

Sex offenders are

m ore likely to be white, male, and get arrested for the first tim e in their adult years.
Further, sex offenders are less likely than the other four general offense categories to
have a prior arrest in their crim inal histories and to get rearrested upon their release from
prison.
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The analysis o f the four general im prisonm ent offense categories dem onstrates
that sex offenders were among the least specialized group o f offenders across the
diagonal transition probability measure, the FSC measure, the diversity index measure,
and the 50% and 75% specialization rules.

Sex offenders had one o f the lowest

percentages o f com plete specialists (100% o f the person’s offenses fall into the same
crim e-type category). In addition, the career m easure analysis also revealed that the sex
offender category had the highest percentage o f one-time offenders (60%), w hich was
nearly four times the num ber o f one-tim e offenders for public order offenses.
W hen offenses were classified into m ore restrictive categories, somewhat
different patterns o f specialization emerged. The rapists and child m olesters could no
longer be considered the least specialized offenders.

W ith respect to the adjacent

m easures o f specialization and the diversity index, it becam e evident that child m olesters
exhibited higher levels o f specialization than rapists. A djacent measures o f specialization
also show that rapists are among the least specialized categories o f offenders, w hile child
m olesters exhibit a level o f specialization falling m ore tow ard the m iddle o f the
distribution.
The percentage rule analysis dem onstrated different conclusions about the level o f
specialization am ong rapists and child m olesters across different decision rules.

For

example, rapists and child m olesters (child m olesters to a greater extent) w ere among the
m ost specialized categories o f offenders under a 50% rule.

H owever, w hen a 75%

decision rule was used to define specialization, rapists w ere am ong the least specialized
groups o f offenders, w hile child m olesters w ere the third m ost specialized group. The
child m olester category had one o f the highest percentages o f com plete specialists, while
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the percentage for rapists was among the lowest. About 70% o f both rapists and child
m olesters w ere one-tim e offenders, m aking the percentage o f one-tim e offenders in these
categories am ong the highest.

Explanation o f Results
W hen the four general offense categories w ere examined, sex offenders displayed
consistently low er levels o f specialization than non-sex offenders. H owever, w hen more
specific offense categories w ere examined, neither the rapists nor the child m olesters ever
dem onstrated the low est level o f specialization in any o f the four m easures. Further, it
becam e evident that child m olesters w ere m ore specialized than rapists. The differences
found in levels o f specialization m ay in part be due to the w ay in w hich offenders were
classified.

W hen offenses are classified into general categories, a greater variety o f

offenses fell into each o f the four general im prisonm ent offense categories, m aking it
relatively easy to detect specialization.

However, w hen offenses w ere classified into

more restricted offense categories, only repetition o f very specific offenses indicated
specialization, m aking it m ore difficult to detect specialization.
A nother explanation for differences in specialization is that w ith three o f the
measures used to assess specialization (diagonal probabilities, FSC, diversity index,)
scores for each sex offender w ere averaged across 25 arrest cycles. B y averaging across
cycles, w e lose the ability to com pare specialization for certain categories o f offenders at
different points in their arrest cycles. A veraging specialization scores across arrest cycles
also fails to take into account the num ber o f people repeating their “ specialized” offense
at each arrest cycle.

The quantity and quality o f offenders being arrested at each
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successive cycle is certainly not the same.

The sm aller num ber o f offenders w ith the

greater num ber o f arrest cycles w ill tend to exhibit lower levels o f specialization as they
have been com m itting crim es longer and have had the opportunity to participate in a
variety o f different offenses. In contrast, there are m any offenders w ith ju st a few arrests
w ho have participated in only several different offense types and w ill therefore exhibit
higher levels o f offense specialization.

Study Lim itations
Perhaps the greatest lim itation o f the current research is that the findings are not
highly generalizable. It is im portant to keep in m ind that the conclusions based on these
findings should be exam ined m ore closely because the degree o f specialization found for
the offenders in this sample vary depending on how the offender was classified, w hat
type o f m easure w as used, and also the particular stage in the career at w hich
specialization is being measured.
There are m ethodological lim itations involved with each m easured used to assess
specialization in this study.

Diagonal transition probabilities and the Forward

Specialization Coefficient both overlook offense patterns that are repeated at nonadjacent arrest cycles.

The use o f percentage rules in determ ining specialization is

directly affected by the offender’s num ber o f arrest cycles.

Finally, the scores on the

diversity index vary as a function o f the num ber o f arrest cycles and num ber o f offense
categories in addition to the level o f specialization.
Though the sam ple used in this study has com prehensive national coverage, it
limits the findings o f this study for several reasons: 1) the data set is based on official
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records and overlooks unreported crimes, and 2) the data set focuses on a very specific
group o f offenders: those sex offenders who w ere released from prison for a sexual
offense in 1994. The use o f a sample o f incarcerated offenders also suggests that these
offenders m ay be quite different from other sex offenders in that their offense patterns
m ay differ from non-incarcerated offenders and also that they have less tim e “at risk” to
offend since they have spent at least a year in prison.

Implications for Policy and Future Research
The results o f this study indicate that sex offenders exhibit relatively low levels o f
specialization in the course o f their arrest careers. A t the very least, these results suggest
the levels o f specialization observed w ith sex offenders in both general and specific
categories are quite com parable w ith those o f non-sex offenders. These findings call into
question public policies, treatm ent modalities, and police practices that assum e sex
offenders are highly specialized. Aside from em pirical evidence, clinical and case studies
also call into question the specialization assumption. M iethe et al (1994) point out that
assum ing specialization in sexual offending is highly problem atic considering the wide
variety o f sexual paraphilias, m otivations for offending, target preferences, and modus
operandi o f sex offenders (see B radw ay 1990; K night and Prentky, 1990).
The possibilities for future research involving the career trajectories and offense
patterns o f sex offenders are w ide open. The use o f m ultiple m easures o f specialization
should be em ployed across a greater num ber o f arrest cycles and aeross diverse samples
o f sex offenders. Trends in offending should be com pared at different point throughout
an offender’s crim inal career. D ata used in future studies o f sex offenders should include
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self-reports as w ell as official records. R esearch on the careers o f sex offenders should
also be concerned w ith other types o f offending patterns besides specialization. Analyses
involved in the exam ination o f escalation and persistence in sexual offending w ould be
invaluable to sex offender treatm ent program s and to legislation concerned w ith the
future dangerousness o f sex offenders.
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